Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To examine the association between poor sense of smell and risk for death from any cause and to see if this association was different according to race or sex. They also investigated some factors that might help explain this relationship, such as weight loss and certain neurologic diseases (Alzheimer disease and Parkinson disease).
Who was studied?
The participants were members of an ongoing study that was done in 2 communities in the United States (Memphis, Tennessee, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania). There were 2289 adults, aged 71 to 82 years, at baseline. About half of the participants were women, and about 4 out of 10 participants were African American.
How was the study done?
The participants completed a Brief Smell Identification Test (BSIT). As part of the test, they smelled 12 common odors and were asked to identify each odor from 1 of 4 options. Each correct response was given a point. Using the BSIT scores, the researchers classified the participants as having good, moderate, or poor sense of smell. Participants attended several clinical study visits, where they were examined and had cognitive tests. In these visits, patients were identified as having dementia or Parkinson disease, and staff measured participants' body weights. The main end points for the study were death from any cause; death from dementia or Parkinson disease; and death from cardiovascular disease, cancer, or respiratory causes.
What did the researchers find?
A poor sense of smell was associated with older age, male sex, black race, alcohol drinking, and smoking. It was also associated with dementia, Parkinson disease, and chronic kidney disease. Participants with a poor sense of smell had a nearly 50% higher risk for death at 10 years. A poor sense of smell was also associated with increased risk for death from dementia or Parkinson disease and death from cardiovascular disease. The investigators did some exploratory statistical analyses and found that weight loss and a history of dementia or Parkinson disease could explain only part of the relationship between poor sense of smell and death.
What were the limitations of the study?
The BSIT was done only once, so researchers could not see whether participants had changes in their sense of smell over time.
What are the implications of the study?
A poor sense of smell is associated with increased risk for death in the long term. Summaries for Patients are presented for informational purposes only. These summaries are not a substitute for advice from your own medical provider. If you have questions about this material, or need medical advice about your own health or situation, please contact your physician. The summaries may be reproduced for not-for-profit educational purposes only. Any other uses must be approved by the American College of Physicians.
